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CHA families moving to
DuPage County do not
choose a community on
the basis of the quality
of the schools

The educational quality
of individual schools
does not appear to
be affected by the
in-migration of families
from the Chicago
Housing Authority

CHA families do show
some preference for
moving to communities
served with public
transportation

CHA family migration
patterns indicate that
DuPage County has
been receptive to the
in-migration of low
income families
from ethnic minority
backgrounds.

for
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Affordable Housing in the Chicago Area:
Site Selection by Families with Rental Vouchers
by Adrienne M. Holloway

Editor’s Note: This is the second issue of Policy Profiles which seeks to identify the factors
which might have influenced where low income families moving to suburban neighborhoods found housing. The findings reported herein are based upon a study, undertaken
by Northern Illinois University’s Center for Governmental Studies, which focused specifically on the relocation experience of Chicago Housing Authority families who moved into
DuPage County, Illinois.

In one of the last crusades of his life, Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr. came to Chicago in the
mid-1960’s in an effort to open Chicago’s western suburbs to African-American families
searching for homes. It was a campaign of peaceful marches and rallies, but it was met by
bristling hostility and even threats of violence. The suburban reaction was a mixture of denial
that racial segregation existed, no matter statistical evidence to the contrary, and outright
resistance to the idea of African-American neighbors. At a minimum, Rev. King’s efforts
clearly highlighted a need for suburban residents to rethink their attitudes and practices
toward possible African-American migration to the suburbs.
As the first Policy Profile1 in this two part series reported, the last decade has seen the beginning of a substantial movement of low income families to the western suburbs. This second
Policy Profiles continues to examine this migration trend within DuPage County, Illinois.
It reports the results of a study undertaken to determine which of several factors should be
studied in greater detail to determine what considerations might have led low income families to settle in some suburbs and not others. The first Profiles in this series reported that:
•
•
•

The number of low income families locating in a particular suburb did not seem to be
related to that suburb’s geographic location, population size, or median income;
The presence or absence of Black or Hispanic/Latino families did not seem to matter;
and further
Neither housing vacancy rates nor the supply of rental housing appeared to have much
effect on where low income families located in DuPage County.

This issue of Policy Profiles builds on those findings by undertaking an exploratory look at
other factors – schools, public transportation, and zoning policies – to see whether or not there
is reason to believe that these might play a significant role in determining where low income
families look for housing in suburban areas. This Policy Profiles, too, uses the migration
experience of low income families seeking to relocate from Chicago’s public housing projects
to DuPage County as the basis of its analysis.2
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Where in DuPage County did low income
families locate?
Table 1 lists all the suburban municipalities
located in DuPage County and the number
of low income families which found
housing in each of them. A total of 222
families relocated from Chicago Housing
Authority apartments to DuPage County
between 2000 and 2007; of these, 203 were
included in the study.3
For analytical purposes, primary attention
was focused on fifteen municipalities
grouped as follows (number of families
located in each is given in parentheses):
•

•

•
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The five municipalities with the largest
number of low income families:
Naperville (24), Glen Ellyn (20), Burr
Ridge (19), Clarendon Hills (15), and
Hanover Park (13).
The municipalities with the smallest
number of low income families:
Bloomingdale (1), Darien (1), Itasca
(1), Lisle (1), and Wood Dale (1).
The municipalities with no low income
families: Bartlett (0), Hinsdale (0),
Wayne (0), Willowbrook (0), and
Winfield (0).

What role do schools play in low income
housing choices?
Conventional wisdom and scholarly
research agree that suburban school
districts provide students with better
educational opportunities and offer more
academic and informational resources
than the majority of their inner city
counterparts. These differences are even
more pronounced for students from
neighborhoods with a predominance of
students from minority group backgrounds.

tableone

DuPage Municipalities with CHA Families
Relocated During 2000–2007

Municipality
Addison
Aurora
Bartlett
Bensenville
Bloomingdale
Bolingbrook
Burr Ridge
Carol Stream
Clarendon Hills
Darien
Downers Grove
Elmhurst
Glen Ellyn
Glendale Heights
Hanover Park
Hinsdale

Number of Families

Municipality

10
12
0
6
1
9
19
3
15
1
11
8
20
8
13
0

Itasca
Lisle
Lombard
Naperville
Oakbrook
Roselle
Villa Park
Warrenville
Wayne
West Chicago
Westmont
Wheaton
Willowbrook
Winfield
Wood Dale
Woodridge

Number of Families
1
1
4
24
4
3
10
2
0
3
3
7
0
0
1
4

Total 203*
*Nineteen CHA low income families in DuPage County are excluded from these figures
because of incomplete information in housing authority files.

Thus, it would not be surprising if low
income, inner city families would seek
better schools for their children by looking
for suburban homes. Extending this logic
would suggest that inner city families might
seek out the suburban school districts with
the highest student achievement records.
Conversely, conventional wisdom holds
that an influx of inner city residents, coming
from less adequate Chicago schools can
have a negative impact on the performance
records of the schools to which they come.
Data gathered in this research, and
summarized in Table 2, on the next page,
do not offer support for these hypotheses.
While they do not challenge the assumption
that inner city families might move to the

suburbs to secure a better education for
their children, they do not appear to support
a claim that inner city families select the
suburb to which they relocate on this basis.
For each of the 15 DuPage municipalities in
the study group – the five with the highest
number of Chicago CHA families, the five
with only one family, and the five with no
families – Table 2 provides an evaluation of
their schools’ performance based on their
students’ scores on the sixth grade Illinois
Standardized Achievement Test (ISAT).
Researchers agree this variable, among
others, predicts high school performance.
Since each of the schools located in
the study group of municipalities had a
sixth grade, this variable was deemed to
provide a reasonably accurate “quick”
comparison of the performance of schools
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in the comparison (study) group. Finally,
since the data on family location does not
identify the individual school attendance
area in which the family lives, students in
each suburb are aggregated by suburb and
the average performance for that suburb is
also calculated in Table 2.
The “first glance analysis” provided by
Table 2 shows no significant difference in
educational quality between the DuPage
County municipalities with the highest and
lowest numbers of family who migrated to
the county from Chicago CHA housing.
This glance, together with the wide range
of ISAT scores represented on Table 2,
provides no support for a hypothesis
suggesting that families moving to DuPage
County from Chicago Housing Authority
homes chose the particular municipal
suburb to which they relocated on the
basis of performance differences between
suburban schools.
Does the in-migration of CHA families
reduce the quality of the schools?
Similarly, an hypothesis suggesting that
low income families moving into a school
district will adversely affect the quality of
the education offered by that school district
is not supported by this particular analysis.
Table 3 compares the performance of
the five municipalities with the highest
number of CHA family migrants, both
among themselves and as a group, with the
school performance of the municipalities
in the study with the fewest CHA migrant
families. The five municipalities with the
highest number of migrants contain both
the highest and lowest performing schools
in the study. These schools also have wider
range of school quality than do the schools
in the municipalities with one or no CHA
families.

policyprofiles
tabletwo

Middle School ISAT Scores
By Selected DuPage County Municipalities

School performance measured by 6th grade Illinois Standardized Achievement Test (ISAT)
scores by school. This variable was used for this purpose because it is one of the variables that
predict high school performance and all schools in the study group included a sixth grade.
Municipality/Middle School
ISAT Score
Municipality/Middle School
With highest number of CHA families
With one CHA family
Naperville/Lincoln		 95
Darien/Cass			
Gordon Gregory		 94		 Eisenhower		
Madison		 94		
Average			
Washington		 93		
Scullen		 91
Itasca/F. E. Peacock		
Clifford Crane		 91
Jefferson		 90		
Lisle/Kennedy			
Thayer Hill		 87			 Lisle			
Average
92		 Average			
Glen Ellyn/Glen Crest
Hadley
Average

91
87
89

ISAT Score
92
87
90
93
95
84
90

Wood Dale/Wood Dale		

77

Bloomingdale/Westfield		

90

		
Burr Ridge/Gower
92
Burr Ridge
57
Average
75
		

With no CHA families

Clarendon Hills/Clarendon Hills
Hanover Park/Spring Wood

Bartlett/Eastview		

88

Hinsdale/Hinsdale		

95

97

Willowbrook/Westview Hills

85

72

Winfield/Winfield Central		

91

Average for all schools with the		 88
highest number of CHA families

Average for all schools with the
lowest number of CHA families

89

Note: Wayne, the fifth “No CHA Families” municipality, does not have a middle school

tablethree CHA Family Impact
On Schools with the Highest Number of Such Families		
Municipality
Population
Naperville		128,300
Glen Ellyn
27,040
Burr Ridge
10,328
Clarendon Hills
7,708
Hanover Park
38,366

Number of CHA				
Migrant Families
Average ISAT Scores
24		
92
20		
89
19		
75
15		
97
13		
72

Average of schools with the highest enrollment of CHA families		

85

Average of all other schools in the study group		

88
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The most interesting of these comparisons
is between Burr Ridge and Clarendon
Hills. Clarendon Hills has the school with
the highest ISAT in the entire study while
Burr Ridge has a school with the lowest
average ISAT, yet the two schools have
similar numbers of CHA migrant families.
These comparisons, admittedly limited in
scope, offer no support for the conventional
wisdom that the movement of CHA families
into middle schools has a measurable effect
on the educational quality of the schools.
Does public transportation affect CHA
family housing choices?
Both conventional wisdom and existing
research suggest that limited transportation
options serve as a constraint on housing
choices, particularly for low income
families. Since DuPage County is better
served by public transportation facilities
than any other suburban county, it is likely
to be more attractive to CHA families
seeking suburban housing.

Northern Illinois University

tablefour Public Transportation Options by Suburb
				
# of CHA
# Public
#METRA
#PACE
Municipality
Families
Transit Options
Stations
Lines
Municipalities with the Highest Number of CHA Families
Naperville
24		
23
2
21
Glen Ellyn
20		
5
1
4
Burr Ridge
19		
5
0
5
Clarendon Hills
15		
3
1
2
Hanover Park
13		
1
1
0
Mean Average		
7
1
6.4
Municipalities with one CHA Family
Bloomingdale
1		
Darien
1		
Itasca
1		
Lisle
1		
Wood Dale
1		
Mean Average		

1
5
1
12
2
4

0
0
0
1
0
0

1
5
1
1
2
4

Municipalities with no CHA Families
Bartlett
0		
Hinsdale
0		
Wayne
0		
Willowbrook
0		
Winfield
0		
Mean Average		

1
3
0
3
1
2

0
2
0
0
0
0

1
1
0
3
0
1.2

The County is served by both METRA
commuter rail service into Chicago’s
downtown Union Station and local
(PACE) bus routes. Bus service includes
both fixed route and shuttle schedules;
weekend service is provided on a reduced
schedule. However, transportation needs
outside of the rush hour time frames are not
accommodated in over 50% of the suburbs
analyzed in the study.

transit options (the number of METRA
commuter rail stations, and the number
of PACE bus lines) for each of the sample
municipalities and the mean averages by
study groupings. The limited data in the
study sample does suggest a correlation
between the availability of public transit
options and the number of CHA families
that were attracted to the community.

Table 4 data does suggest that the availability
of public transportation options may be
linked to CHA family residential choices.
It shows, for each category of municipality
in the study sample, the number of public

Other factors, however, are also clearly
at work. Sheer size of the municipality
(e.g. Naperville) will affect the number of
options as will the historic percentage of
local residents who commute to downtown

Chicago on a regular basis (e.g. Hinsdale).
Nonetheless, the study clearly showed
sufficient correlation between public
transportation options and attractiveness
to CHA residents to justify further
research examining transportation’s impact
on public housing relocation choices.
Importantly, this remains true even though
DuPage County residents’ ability to travel
within the county are extremely limited
even in the municipalities best served by
public transit services.
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How are CHA migrants’ housing decisions
affected by local zoning codes?
Zoning regulations are widely
acknowledged to have a major influence
on the cost of new housing. Historically,
zoning was often accused of being the tool
used by suburban governments to “keep
out” low income families by making local
housing so expensive that only middle and
upper income families could afford to live
there. Thus, zoning was a logical variable
to examine for its potential impact on the
housing decisions made by CHA migrants
coming to DuPage County.
Because low income families are more
likely to find apartments than single family
homes to rent, the zoning regulations
most likely to affect their search are those
which control the maximum number of
apartments that can be built on an acre
of land. Since the high cost of suburban
land is a major factor in building costs,
the more apartments that can be built per
acre of land, the less expensive each such
apartment might be. Thus, communities
that permit a higher number of apartments
per acre are more likely to have rental
units that can attract house hunters using
public housing rent subsidy vouchers to
find adequate housing.
For multi-family residential developments,
the suburban municipalities in the study
sample had a range of eight to 41 housing
units that could be built an acre of land.
Table 5 reports the range of housing
units per acre allowed in each of the three
groupings of suburbs used.

policyprofiles
tablefive

Relationship Between Zoning Density Provisions
And CHA Residential Choices

Study Sample
Zoning					
Group
Density Range*
High		Low
					
High CHA Families		41 to 8		Naperville
Burr Ridge

Group		
Average		
26

One CHA Family		35 to 19		Lisle

Darien		

26

No CHA Families		29 to 22		Hinsdale

Willowbrook

26

*Number of multi-family residential units allowed per acre of land.

Interestingly, there is considerable variation
within the two groups that have some
CHA families, and especially within the
grouping of communities with the most
CHA families. Naperville, with the most
CHA families (24), also allows, by a
substantial margin, the most rental units
on a single acre of land. Yet Lisle, which
allows the second largest number of rental
units per acre, became home to only one
CHA family during the 2000-2007 study
period. Burr Ridge, on the other hand,
had a comparatively large in-migration of
CHA families in this period (19), and yet it
allowed the smallest number of apartment
units per acre.
When the three groups – high CHA
families, one CHA family, and no CHA
families arriving during the 2000-2007
time period – are compared and rounded to
the nearest whole number, however, there
is no meaningful difference in the average
number of rental units per acre allowed.
The conclusion suggested by Table 5 is
that simple population density does not,
in and of itself, either attract or deter CHA

families in their housing searches. It is more
likely that factors other than apartment
units per acre have a bigger impact on the
number of low income families attracted
to a community. A more in-depth study
is needed to verify any relationship that
might exist.
What conclusions can be reached?
This Policy Profiles extended the research
of its predecessor, which found that public
housing clients are using rent subsidy
vouchers to seek housing in the suburbs,
and specifically in DuPage County. These
findings are consistent with those of a
recently released Brookings Institution
Study that reported a growing trend of
low income families migrating to the
suburbs, a movement helped in part by the
shift of low income families from inner
city public housing projects to suburban
housing.4 The Chicago metropolitan area
was ranked fourth in the nation in terms of
this movement, according to the Brookings
study.
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The study being described herein,
undertaken by the Center for Governmental
Studies, also found that the low income
families using these vouchers were not
relocating to any specific location or
locations in DuPage County, but rather
were scattering throughout the county.
Indeed, one or more such families migrated
into 28 of the county’s 32 municipalities
between 2000 and 2007, and one or more
such families from the Chicago Housing
Authority moved into 27 of the 32 DuPage
County municipalities.
With one exception, however, the study
was not able to pinpoint any set of factors
which might cause such migrants to choose
one municipality over another. With the
limited data at hand, no correlation could
be found which would suggest that factors
such as geographic location, population
size, median income, the presence or
absence of African-American or Hispanic
families, housing vacancy rates, the supply
of rental housing, quality of an individual
municipality’s schools, or housing density
appeared to have much effect on where low
income families located in DuPage County.
Further, there was no evidence that the
arrival of such families in a community
had any measurable impact on the quality
of that community’s schools.
The one exception was the availability of
public transportation options. Low income
families did seem more likely to locate
near public transportation. Since DuPage
County has a more developed and extensive
network of public transportation than any
other suburban county, its experience with
migrants from CHA housing might be more
extensive than other suburban counties, but
this simply underscores the importance of

Northern Illinois University

public transportation. It also suggests that
more public transportation networks are
needed throughout the Chicago region.

Such moves, albeit not in great numbers,
are occurring routinely with little or no
public notice or concern.

By simple default, then, it would
appear that two factors not included in
this study – rental prices and walking
access to commercial centers (shopping,
entertainment, health care) – may be the
most critical determinants of where an
individual low income family might locate.
The importance of these two factors would
also seem to be magnified by the limited
public transportation options available in
most suburban locations.

That suggests that late 20th century
changes in national housing policy
have been successful. The program of
government subsidized rental vouchers not
only enables the breakup of massive public
housing complexes, but it is enjoying some
measure of success, albeit still limited, in
diversifying, on both ethnic and economic
measures, even suburban neighborhoods.

Admittedly, the study dealt with a small
number of cases, but it did deal with
the whole universe of migrants from the
Chicago Housing Authority during that
period. The CHA, in turn, is one of the
largest, if not the largest, source of such
migrants for DuPage County and, indeed,
for all of the Chicago Metropolitan region’s
suburbs. Thus the migratory patterns
of CHA residents successfully using
rent subsidy vouchers to find alternative
housing in DuPage County is conclusively
described by the study.
What policy implications can be drawn
from the study?
Most importantly, the study clearly
indicates that the Chicago suburbs, in the
first decade of the 21st century, are very
different from the Chicago suburbs into
which the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.
took his campaign to bring about racial
integration in the mid-1960’s. Families
from minority ethnic groups, and even
low income families from such groups,
are now able routinely to move into the
Chicago suburban region, even the region
with the highest average family income.

The study thus stands as a testament, 40
years later, to the success of the Rev. Martin
Luther King, Jr.’s campaign to integrate
Chicago’s suburbs.
Finally, it shows that Rev. King’s “dream”
is moving closer to realization.

Endnotes
1. “Affordable Housing in the Chicago Area:
The DuPage County Experience” Policy
Profiles (Vol. 9, No. 1, January 2010) can be
found online: www.niucgs.org
2. For more information, see op. cit. p. 2.
3. Actually, a total of 850 low income
families used public housing vouchers to find
rental housing in DuPage County during the
years 2000-2007. Of these, 222 families came
from the Chicago Authority; the remaining
came from public housing authorities located
elsewhere. Of the 222 families relocated from
Chicago in this period, the data on 19 of them
was incomplete and, hence, they were deleted
from the analysis. For more information on
this grouping, see op. cit. p. 3.
4. “The Suburbanization of Poverty:
Trends in the Metropolitan America, 20002008” (Washington, D.C.: The Brookings
Institution) January, 2010.
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Forthcoming Issues:
Three forthcoming issues of Policy
Profiles will focus on the problems and
uncertain future of Illinois’ small rural
counties which are experiencing severe
losses in both population and local
tax base. Another Policy Profiles will
examine the issues surrounding health
care benefit programs made available to
the employees of Illinois city and village
governments.
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